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The superb story of Joseph, a masterpiece of narration, is inserted into the record of Jacob.  

The figure of the old patriarch broods over the adventures of his sons in Egypt, and the book 

of Genesis, and with it the period of the patriarchs ends with the handing on of the promise 

by Jacob to Joseph and his son, before his death.  The Joseph story is a highly moral tale of 

the innocent victim of jealousy and ill-will, who turns the tables on his persecutors by 

succeeding despite them and returning good for evil.   

 

Young Joseph, the spoiled darling of his father, brought up to regard himself as a cut above 

the rest, did not endear himself to his brothers by telling tales on them or by interpreting his 

dreams to them.  It was hardly cause, however, for them to plot his death or finally sell him as 

a slave.  His initial good fortune in Egypt soon deserted him and he found himself in prison as 

a reward for his refusal to betray his employee's trust.  His flair for interpreting dreams came 

to his aid and by a strange turn of fate he found himself grand vizier of Egypt. 

 

Not only so, he found himself also in a position to take revenge on his brothers who had 

wronged him and who now came as suppliants from Canaan, then in the grip of famine, to 

buy the corn which Joseph's shrewdness had accumulated in the pharaoh's granaries.  After 

some oriental cat and mouse play, which must have delighted the ancient story teller's 

audience, Joseph discloses his identity to the wicked brothers, now solely chastened, and 

magnanimously forgives them with promise of further help.  The happy ending sees Jacob 

and all his household migrating to Egypt and settled, with the pharaoh's sanction, in the 

district of Goshen to the east of the Nile delta.  In a footnote, the business acumen of Joseph 

is underlined and the peculiar system of land tenure in Egypt is attributed to him.   

 

Old Jacob is now at the point of death, but before his passing he ensures that he will be 

buried with his forbears in the cave of Machpelah, and that the blessings and promise are 

properly transmitted.  Jacob's impressive funeral is followed by a brief notice of Joseph's own 

death, and his prophecy that Egypt would not be the permanent home of his people, as a 

token of which his mummified body was preserved against this day of their deliverance. 

 

At the close of our Genesis readings we must not detract from the importance of its stories.  

They afford us insights into the recurring themes and patterns which we will meet throughout 

the Bible.  This is as true of the Joseph stories as of those of Abraham and Jacob.  The 

Genesis editor(s?) cherished and preserved them, because they found in them evidence of 

the redemptive love of God.  The dominant theme of the Bible is God's plan to save the 

world from itself, by the choice and providential guidance of a community which would act 

on His behalf against the massed forces of greed, hate, cruelty and the rest of the sins that 

disfigures humanity – Israel, is that community, warts and all!   

This theme is clearly reflected in the Joseph story.  The clue is in 50:20: “But as for you, ye 

thought evil against me; but God meant it under good, to bring to pass, as it is this day, to 

save much people alive.” Joseph incarnates the experience and the redemptive work of the 
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people of God and it is no wonder that he is seen as pointing the way down millennia, to 

Messiah Yeshua.  Chosen to inherit the promise made to Abraham that through him and his 

seed, God's rich blessing would come to the nations, Joseph's fortunes prospered, no matter 

what evil chances befell him.  William Tyndale put it all in charming fashion: “The Lorde was 

with Joseph and he was a luckie felowe.” 

 

Despite the malevolence of his brothers, the pique of a jilted lady and the perils of high 

office, Joseph's success is assured.  God overrules the evil of humanity to further His 

purposes.  Joseph is God's instrument to save life – the lives of Jacob and his family and His 

nominated people.  The pattern of Joseph's life-story is thus of the same pattern as the life 

story of the Israel of God, who despite her own suffering and the power of evil, is enabled by 

God to fulfil her mission of saving the life of the world.    

 

It is for this reason that we believers have always connected the Joseph story with the 

experience of our Lord Yeshua, who was put to death on the stake but raised up by His 

heavenly Father to be the means of blessing and salvation for the world.  In Yeshua, the 

promise made to Abraham has been fulfilled.  As son of Abraham and embodiment of the 

true Israel, our Lord becomes finally the one through whom all the nations of the earth are to 

be blessed. 

It is abundantly clear why the writer of Hebrews, in chapter 11, tells us of the great cloud of 

witnesses who ran their race in faith as we must also run ours.  Those ancient patriarchs, set 

back in the time of Genesis, believed in the promise although they did not see its fulfilment.  

Yet they too had their “eyes fixed on Yeshua as the pioneer and the perfection of faith” in 

that they saw, as the crown of God's purpose for them, the lion of Judah (49:9/10), who is 

identified in the majestic vision of the book of Revelation  (5:1-14) with the Lamb that was 

slain for our redemption.  Consider those words of old Jacob, who in the spirit of prophecy, 

told his sons what was going to befall them in the last days.  Consider his words to his fourth 

son, Judah:   

“Y'hudah is a lion's cub; my son, you stand over the prey.  He crouches down and stretches 

like a lion; like a lioness, who dares to provoke him?  The sceptre will not pass from Y'hudah, 

nor the ruler's staff from between his legs, until he comes to whom obedience belongs; and it 

is he whom the people will obey.”  Thus, Jacob foretells a brilliant future for Judah. 

 

 King James has it , “until Shiloh comes”, that is, “until he comes”.  From Isaiah's prophesy in 

his second chapter, we understand that this expression relates to the time when Israel's 

destiny will attain fulfilment: “And it shall come to pass in the last days (acharit-hayamim), 

that the mountain of the Lord's house shall be established in the top of the mountains, and 

shall be exalted above the hills; and all nations shall flow unto it.”  Rashi and most 

commentators attribute Jacob's prophecy to the Messiah.  We may therefore interpret Jacob 

as follows: “The sceptre shall not depart from Judah...until King Messiah come, whose 

government of the world is (interpreting the word Shiloh literally as “whose it is”). 
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Jacob surely knew some of the promises of God concerning a coming Saviour who would 

conquer the Original Sin and would Himself rule the world.  He must have known Genesis 

3:15: “I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her seed; it 

shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel.”  So Jacob says to his sons that this 

Saviour who will come from the seed of Abraham will be of the line of Isaac and not of 

Ishmael, the line of Jacob, not of Esau; he will not be of Reuben, the eldest son, nor of 

Simeon, nor of Levi, but of the tribe of Judah.  This Saviour will be the ideal ruler, whose right 

it is to rule this world in the name of a holy God. This Saviour comes to reform and renew 

that which sin has corrupted.  

 

Jacob, in his prophecy, departs from his patriarchal role, when he says, to quote the NIV, “The 

obedience of the nations is His.”  His Kingdom is to be a universal one, drawing in all nations.  

From where did Jacob, a shepherd, get such a universal view of things?  Remember, however, 

that this is the man who had wrestled with God at dead of night.  The answer is that God's 

Spirit spoke through him.  It was not his fleshly self.  The  Messiah of Israel was to be the 

Saviour of the world.   

 

As Solomon Ostrovsky puts so well in his excellent treatise, Sermons on the Mount,  “The 

Patriarchs and the Prophets of Israel saw that in Israel's destiny there was no room for 

national zealotry, nor for hypocritical religious tradition.  The world was the range of their 

vision.  The vision of our God-appointed destiny is much more than a narrow national 

fanaticism, thinking that this means loyalty to our people and to the God of Israel alone.  The 

Redeemer of Israel, our Israel, is to gather under the wings of faith the whole world. Shiloh 

had to come, according to Jacob's prophecy, before the destruction of the Second Temple, 

and indeed He came.  In a certain measure this prophecy has found fulfilment in the history 

of the world in that Shiloh – Yeshua – has served and still serves as a light to many of the 

nations of the world.  But He will reveal Himself in His full glory and power when His own 

Nation, Israel, the daughter of Zion, which for many generations alienated herself from Him, 

finally says, with tears of repentance, “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord.”   

One cannot put it better than that! 
 


